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What is the state’s 
investment in 
capital facilities for 
higher education? 
 

he collective facilities of Washington’s public colleges 
and universities represent a significant share of state 
government’s total physical plant – more than 45 
 square feet, or nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of all 

state-owned space.  
 

 
 
 
Higher education facilities are used for two primary 
purposes:  

 
• To provide instructional programs and academic 

support services for students; and  
 

• To undertake research and research-related activities. 
 
To support the delivery of quality academic programs in 
adequate facilities, the universities and colleges rely on state 
appropriations to: 
 

• Provide a responsible level of building maintenance; 
 

• Repair and renovate facilities as buildings age and 
program requirements change; and 

 
• Expand capacity to meet increased enrollment. 
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Capital budget 
 
How are  
capital funds 
appropriated? 

unds for major repairs, renovation, and new facilities are 
appropriated in the capital budget, while funds for 
building maintenance and operations are in the operating 

budget.   
 
Since 1991, 74 percent of all higher education capital 
appropriations have come from borrowing through the sale of 
general obligation bonds.  The remaining 26 percent of all 
capital appropriations are from local, dedicated sources.  
 
State law limits the amount of state borrowing from the sale 
of general obligation bonds.  The state constitution limits  
the amount of this type of debt by requiring debt service 
payments to be no greater than nine percent of the average of  
general state revenues for the past three years.  
 
State law further limits the debt service ceiling to seven 
percent of the average of general state revenues for the past 
three years.  Washington does not use an allocation formula 
or model to distribute capital funds among the sectors or 
individual institutions of public higher education.  Rather, the 
biennial capital budgets reflect choices or decisions about the 
relative need and priority of specific projects.  By examining 
the “aggregate” of these discrete decisions over time, trends in 
state capital budgeting decisions emerge that reflect changing 
areas of state capital priorities. 
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What level of 
capital investments 
has the state made 
for higher 
education?  

otal (all funds) biennial capital appropriations to higher 
education have fluctuated significantly over time.  
Appropriation amounts have ranged from a low of 

illion in the 1995-97 biennium to a high of $871 
million in the 2003-05 biennium (unadjusted dollars). 
 
State bond appropriations to higher education remained fairly 
stable until 2003-05 when, in response to a proposal by 
former Governors Dan Evans and Booth Gardner, the 2003 
Legislature increased the state’s debt limit to provide 
additional capital funds for higher education facilities over six 
years.  These funds, totaling $750 million (including $281 
million appropriated for 2003-05), are earmarked for projects 
that will modernize and restore existing facilities, as well as 
provide additional capacity for future enrollment demand. 
 
Since 1991, the state has invested about $14.5 billion in all 
state facilities.  Nearly half of this total investment ($6.8 
billion) came from borrowing through the sale of general 
obligation bonds.  
 
Over that same time period, 74 percent ($3.2 billion) of higher 
education’s capital appropriations ($4.3 billion) came from 
these total bond authorizations. 

 
Higher education capital appropriations 

 (dollars in millions) 
 

 
           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
         
 Sources:  Legislative Evaluation and Accountability Program Committee; and Legislative Budget Notes. 
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Capital budget 
 
What are the   
trends in higher 
education’s capital 
budgets? 
 
 

istorically, capital budgets for higher education have 
been basically stable, accounting for about 30 percent 
of the total state capital budget. 

Three key trends in higher education’s capital funding since 
1991 have emerged: 

• Moderate growth in total appropriation levels 
• Stable share of biennial bond authorizations 
• Consistent reliance on bonds as a principal source of 

financing 
 
While total higher education appropriation levels have 
remained fairly stable, capital funding levels among and 
within the sectors have varied over time – reflecting different 
capital priorities and initiatives. 

 
 

   
 

 

Capital funding levels have varied by sector 
(dollars in millions) 

 
 

 
 

 
Sources:  Legislative Evaluation and Accountability Program Committee; and Legislative Budget Notes. 
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Capital budget  
 
Historically, what 
types of capital 
projects have been 
funded? 
 

hrough the 1993-95 biennium, the state committed a 
significant portion of higher education’s capital 
spending to modernize science facilities.  This priority 

was most evident at the University of Washington, but was 
also demonstrated at Central Washington University. 
 
The period between the 1995-97 and 1999-01 biennia 
reflected the commitment of significant capital to finance the 
construction phase of the branch campuses of the University 
of Washington and Washington State University. 
 
In the 2001-03 biennium, three of the state’s comprehensive 
institutions (The Evergreen State College, Western 
Washington University, and Central Washington University) 
received construction dollars for new facilities to house 
additional students or replace obsolete facilities.  
 
In 2003-05, additional funding is being used for renovations 
as well as added capacity. 
 
A significant priority and commitment for the community and 
technical colleges is reflected since 1991.  A consistent 
increase in capital investments has been made to replace 
poorly constructed community and technical college facilities 
and to provide greater enrollment capacity.  
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Prioritization of capital projects: 
Legislation passed in 2003 also directs the Higher Education 
Coordinating Board to coordinate development of a single, 
prioritized list of capital projects requested by four-year 
institutions.  The list is aimed at helping policymakers 
prioritize funding for projects in all sectors of public higher 
education. 
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